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Recent  popular movies  have raised  public  consciousness of the   very  
r e a l   p o s s i b i l i t y  of a comet o r   a s t e ro id   co l l i s ion   w i th   t he   Ea r th ,  
and a news repor t   l as t   year   imply ing   tha t   as te ro id  1 9 9 7  X F l l  had 
a d i s t i n c t  chance  of h i t t i n g   t h e   E a r t h   i n   t h e   y e a r  2 0 2 8  f u r t h e r  
caught   the   publ ic ' s   eye .  The repor t  of possible  impact was 
withdrawn the  very  next   day,   and  the  publ ic   perceived  e i ther  
that  astronomers had made mis taken   ca lcu la t ions ,   o r   tha t   the  
pre-discovery  observations found that   day had been  responsible 
fo r   t he   r ev i sed   p red ic t ion .  But i n   f a c t ,   t h e   o r i g i n a l   r e p o r t  of 
t h e   p o s s i b i l i t y  of  impact i n  2 0 2 8  was simply a premature  assessment. 
The X F l l  a f fa i r   has   demonstrated  the  need  for   c lar i ty  and p rec i s ion  
i n   p u b l i c  communications dea l ing   wi th   the   poss ib i l i ty  of Earth 
impact,  as  well  as  the  importance of peer   review  before   resul ts   are  
r e l e a s e d   t o   t h e   p r e s s .  

This   year ,   another   potent ia l ly   hazardous  as teroid,  1999 AN10, has 
made the  news,  and t h i s  t ime  there i s  indeed a remote  chance  of 
c o l l i s i o n .  Although  impact i s  not   poss ib le   dur ing   the   as te ro id ' s  
primary  close  approach  in 2027, t he   unce r t a in t i e s   a l l ow  fo r  a 
remarkably  close  passage,  and embedded within  the  encounter ' s  
uncertainty  region  are  many narrow  "keyholes1'  which  could  bring  the 
a s t e r o i d  back f o r  a close  approach  in a later  year.   Three  keyholes 
have  been i d e n t i f i e d  which could   per turb   the   as te ro id   on to  
t r a j ec to r i e s   t ha t   co l l i de   w i th   t he   Ea r th   i n   t he   yea r s  2044, 2 0 4 6 ,  
o r  2 0 3 9 .  A t  the  t ime of t h i s   wr i t i ng ,   t he   e s t ima ted  impact 
p r o b a b i l i t y   f o r  1999 A N l O  i s  on the  order  of 1 i n  5 0 0 , 0 0 0 ,  l a r g e r  
t han   fo r  any o the r  known objec t ,   bu t  s t i l l  s i g n i f i c a n t l y   l e s s   t h a n  
the   p robab i l i t y  of  an  undiscovered  asteroid of equivalent  s i z e  
s t r ik ing   the   Ear th   before  2 0 4 4 .  Addi t ional   as t rometr ic  
measurements  of 1999 A N l O  w i l l  l i k e l y   d r i v e  i t s  impact p robab i l i t y  
down to   nea r -ze ro ,   bu t   t h i s  may not happen f o r   y e a r s ,   t e s t i n g   t h e  
p u b l i c ' s   r e a c t i o n   t o  a l i nge r ing  remote p o s s i b i l i t y  of impact. 
A s i d e   e f f e c t  of the   increas ing   d i scovery   ra te   for  Near Earth 
Objects w i l l  be a growing number of cases   l i ke  1999 AN10. 


